
STOP 



Early Journal Content on JSTOR, Free to Anyone in the World 

This article is one of nearly 500,000 scholarly works digitized and made freely available to everyone in 
the world by JSTOR. 

Known as the Early Journal Content, this set of works include research articles, news, letters, and other 
writings published in more than 200 of the oldest leading academic journals. The works date from the 
mid-seventeenth to the early twentieth centuries. 

We encourage people to read and share the Early Journal Content openly and to tell others that this 
resource exists. People may post this content online or redistribute in any way for non-commercial 
purposes. 

Read more about Early Journal Content at http://about.jstor.org/participate-jstor/individuals/early- 
journal-content . 



JSTOR is a digital library of academic journals, books, and primary source objects. JSTOR helps people 
discover, use, and build upon a wide range of content through a powerful research and teaching 
platform, and preserves this content for future generations. JSTOR is part of ITHAKA, a not-for-profit 
organization that also includes Ithaka S+R and Portico. For more information about JSTOR, please 
contact support@jstor.org. 



AN INTERPRETATION: PSALM 16:8-11. 



By Professor Edward L. Curtis, Ph.D., D.D., 
Yale University, Hew Haven, Conn. 



The sixteenth Psalm, of which this passage 1 is a part, is the 
fervent utterance of one who has committed himself to the protection 
of Jehovah and has found in him his highest good. It opens with 
a plea for preservation based upon the facts: (i) that in God the 
writer has sought refuge as a liegeman in his lord; (2) that he has 
declared Jehovah to be his Lord; (3) that apart from him he has no 
weal; and (4) that his delight is in his people (vss. 2, 3). The Psalmist 
then mentions the fact that those who choose other gods have many 
sorrows, and he declares that he will not participate in the foul rites 
of the worship of these deities nor in any way acknowledge them 
(vs. 4). He then describes his possession in Jehovah who is the por- 
tion of his share and his cup — all that he needs to satisfy hunger and 
thirst; Jehovah maintains his lot, determines and secures whatever 
he has, or (as the change of a single letter in an obscure word permits) 
he is at all times his lot: his possession is his relationship to Jehovah 
(vs. 5). Hence he has lines in pleasant places and a goodly heritage. 
Jehovah is to him as the choicest possession in a goodly land, or this 
is his real material condition, even as the words are so often quoted 
at the present time (vs. 6). Jehovah likewise is his counselor, and the 
emotions of his own heart, his affection for Jehovah, correct and 
admonish him (vs. 7). 

Thus we reach verse 8: "I have set Jehovah before me always. 
Because he is at my right hand I shall not be moved." This verse 

1 Psalm 16:8-11: "I have set Jehovah always before me : 

Because he is at my right hand, I shall not be moved. 

Therefore my heart is glad, and my glory rejoiceth: 

My flesh also shall dwell in safety. 

For thou wilt not leave my soul to Sheol; 

Neither wilt thou suffer thy holy one to see corruption. 

Thou wilt show me the path of life: 

In thy presence is fulness of joy; 

In thy right hand there are pleasures for evermore." 
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continues the preceding. In modern phrase, the writer always 
keeps Jehovah in mind and because of his presence as a protector 
(this is the force of his being at his right hand) he has the assurance 
that he shall continue in his present state of felicity. That this is the 
meaning of the last clause of the verse appears from the parallel lines 
in Ps. 10:6: "The wicked saith in his heart, I shall not be moved; 
to all generations I shall not be in adversity;" and also from a com- 
parison of the two similar passages, Ps. 15:1-5 and Isa. 33:1/1-16, 
where in the former, "He shall never be moved" (vs. 5) is in the 
latter parallel with, "His bread shall be given him; his water shall be 
sure." (Vs. 16 b.) 

The result, then, of that close relationship in which the Psalmist 
stands to Jehovah is primarily material welfare. Violence, however, 
is at once done to Old Testament thought if a sharp line of discrimi- 
nation is drawn between material and spiritual welfare. Jehovah as a 
possession of Israel was not simply a concrete reality, expressed in a 
beautiful land flowing with milk and honey. Equally with the mate- 
rial blessing went the heartfelt feeling of a spiritual relationship, hence 
the book of Deuteronomy which dwells so much upon the material 
reward of obedience, emphasizes especially the subjective relationship 
between God and his people. Jehovah loved them (7:8; 10:15), 
and they were to love him with all their heart and soul and might 
(6:5). In our Psalmist's words concerning the possession of Jehovah 
(5:5) may have been expressed a depth of spiritual experience not 
entirely unakin to that of Savonarola when he said, "What must he 
possess who possesses the Possessor of all?" or of Paul in uttering, 
"All things are yours, for ye are Christ's and Christ is God's." 

Then follows vs. 9, "Therefore my heart is glad and my glory 
rejoiceth: Yea, also my flesh shall dwell secure." The "glory" of 
the Psalmist is the seat of his honor, and is equivalent to his soul (cf. 
Gen. 49:6; Ps. 76). In view of Jehovah's relationship to him, he is 
in a very exultant mood, and from the rapture of his feelings he is led 
to the trust expressed in the second line of the verse. A strong con- 
junction and a change of tense indicate this relationship between the 
two parts. The Psalmist is confident from his experience of Jehovah 
that his body shall be kept from ill. The condition of his flesh is to 
correspond to the exultation of his spirit. 
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This thought leads to the assurance of deliverance from death in 
vs. 10: "Thou wilt not abandon me to Sheol; thou wilt not suffer 
thy beloved to see the pit." The writer is not to die. This is the 
clear, definite meaning of this verse. The writer is to be exempt 
from the greatest of fleshly ills; but his deliverance is not simply 
negative. As the counterpart of not seeing the pit of Sheol, or the 
realm of the dead, he is to have an experience of abundant life (vs. 
n) : "Thou wilt cause me to know the path of life: fullness of joy is 
at thy face, pleasures are in thy right hand always." 

"The path of life" is a term used in the Book of Proverbs with 
reference to earthly existence, either ordinary (2: 19; 5:6) or one long 
and happy (10:17; 15:24), and a deeper meaning is not necessarily 
implied here. The Psalmist, withheld from death, is to enjoy abund- 
ant life because with his possession, his Protector and Lord, are ful- 
ness of joy and pleasures always, and one who is in the presence or at 
the face of God receives these. This is an earthly, temporal experi- 
ence. The divine face or presence according to the Old Testament 
brought prosperity. Thus the priest's blessing ran: "The Lord lift 
up his countenance upon thee and give thee peace" (Numb. 6:26). 
The granting of the light of the divine countenance is parallel with 
showing good (Ps. 6:6) and especially with deliverance from adver- 
sity (Pss. 31:6; 80:3,7,19). Of Israel's king it is said: "Thou 
makest him most blessed forever, thou makest him glad with joy in 
thy presence" (Ps. 21:6). The upright also dwell in the divine 
presence (Ps. 140:13). This figure of speech is drawn from human 
action as appears in the English word "countenance" used as a verb, 
and is well illustrated in the proverb: "In the light of the king's 
countenance is life, and his favor is a cloud of the latter rain " (Prov. 
16:15). 

The use of the phrase "in the right hand" meaning with one, has a 
good parallel in the declaration concerning Wisdom: "Length of 
days is in her right hand, in her left hand are riches and honor" (Prov. 
3:16). 

Thus these two verses of the psalm set death and life over against 
each other. From the former the writer is to be free, while of the 
latter he is to have the highest enjoyment. This thought has its 
parallels in other passages: "The wise are saved from Sheol beneath" 
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(Prov. 15:24); "Correction saves a child from Sheol" (Prov. 23:14); 
"Righteousness delivers from death" (Prov. 10:2); "He that keepeth 
the law shall live" (Lev. 18:5); "The fear of God," "the teaching of 
the wise " are " a fountain of life" (Prov. 14: 27 ; 22 : 14). 

The tone of these verses is also that of the passage in Deuteronomy 
where the Lord says : " I have set before thee life and death, the bless- 
ing and the curse" (Deut. 30:19). Some have taken this psalm 
thoroughly in accord with this last passage as an expression of the 
belief of the community, 2 the thought being that Israel is not to perish 
but to enjoy a continued national or church existence. A warrant 
for this interpretation is found in the use of the first person in a number 
of Psalms which clearly express the experience or the hopes of the com- 
munity rather than those of a single person. It is better, however, to 
find here the utterance of an individual. 

This interpretation given of these verses may seem very meager, 
since in the understanding of the Christian church they have usually 
meant so much more, even a promise of immortality. However, to 
one in his prime in mortal peril from sickness or other cause, the assur- 
ance of preservation or of life is no slight boon. The soul exults 
under the thought. Clearly this was the case with John Knox. 
When he was sick and a prisoner on board a galley off the coast of 
Scotland, he saw the steeple of the church of St. Andrews and uttered a 
remarkable word of prophecy, saying: "I see the steeple of that place 
where God first opened my mouth to his glory, and I am fully persuad- 
ed, how weak so ever I now appear, that I shall not depart from this 
life till that my tongue shall glorify his holy name in the same place." 
If a Christian with the full hope of heaven can exult at the thought of 
life being continued, how much more an Old Testament believer to 
whom death was an entrance into Sheol where there was no remem- 
brance of God and no place to give thanks (Pss. 6: 5; 30: 9; Isa. 38: 18). 

Implicitly, it is true, the words of the Psalmist may mean much 
more than continued temporal life. Death surely soon or late would 
overtake him, and if God was his possession and with power over life 
and death, would he not really escape death and live as a friend of 
God forever ? Might not dying be to him not to die, Jehovah continu- 
ing as his portion after death ? Christ reasoned thus and found 

2 So Cheyne, Baethgen. 
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immortality in the fact that " God was the God of the living and not 
of the dead." Peter, conscious of the risen Christ, interpreted these 
words in this fuller meaning of his resurrection (Acts 2:25 ff.). But 
if this reach of faith was in the mind of the Psalmist, he does not 
clearly express it. Neither can the knowledge nor the assurance of 
the noonday of divine revelation be properly ascribed to the words of 
one who lived in the early dawn. 

If the time or occasion of this psalm was known, some light might 
be shed upon its meaning; but these are both wholly obscure. The 
words "by David" in the title mean no more than that the psalm was 
in a collection which went by his name, or for some unknown reason 
was associated with him. Not an inkling is given of the peril which 
led the Psalmist to say: "Preserve me." The contrast drawn 
between the true worshipers and the apostates (vss. 3, 4) suggests 
either the post-exilic period of the revival of Syrian idol worship (c). 
Isa., chaps. 57, 65), or that of the later Grecian period when forms of 
Hellenistic idolatry were introduced among the Jews; but such con- 
trasted parties existed earlier in Israel, even from the days of Elijah 
and especially at the time of Jeremiah. The word "holy," however, 
does favor the post-exilic period. With emphasis upon "in the 
land" (vs. 3) Baethgen finds a contrast between the true worshipers 
of Jehovah in Palestine and apostate Jews in Babylon. 



